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I believe that all of us who in some 

way were connected with the Angli-

can Women at Prayer Conference are 

now more compassionate sisters bound 

together in the relationships forged in 

prayer. For myself, I am forever grateful 

for the work in the Center for Anglican 

Communion Studies (CACS) department 

and The Society of the Companions of 

the Holy Cross (SCHC)—the countless 

emails, texts and phone calls between 

us to make this conference viable for everyone. For the Tanzanian women who 

SDUWLFLSDWHG�LQ�WKLV�FRQIHUHQFH�RI�SUD\HU��P\�KRSH�LV�WKDW�P\�UHÀHFWLRQV�EHORZ�ZLOO�
impart my observations on deeply woven moments of spiritual awakening shared in 

a community journey and focused on prayer. These sacred conversations with the 

Holy and with each other will forever change us. Dr. Ellie Sanderson spoke of such 

an impact at the opening plenary address:

“When two or three are gathered…I am there. We do not leave the same.” 1

1 Plenary address listened to via Skype Saturday, March 15, 2013, from Msalato  
!eological College, Dodoma, Tanzania. 

Truly, the weaving amongst the women in this conference is the gift that 

ELQGV�XV��7KH�ZHDYLQJV�,�QRZ�UHÀHFW�XSRQ�FRPH�IURP�P\�FRWWDJH�RQ�WKH�RXW-
skirts of Msalato Theological College, where I serve as an adjunct professor of 

theology and helped to facilitate the technology connections for this conference. 

7KUHH�UHÀHFWLRQV�IURP�WKH�FRQIHUHQFH�DUH�ZRUWK\�RI�P\�VKDULQJ��
Early Saturday morning, I was charged with quietly sneaking into the li-

brary sitting room to take photos of the Tanzanian women gathered together for 

the prayer conference. My naive intention was to enter, take pictures and return 

to my cottage. Instead, I was immediately pulled into that Holy space and left 

nearly two hours later. 

This was the morning to listen to each other as Mary and Elizabeth be-

friended one another so long ago in Ain Karem. I could see that a rhythm had 

already been established; Hilda was writing everyone’s thoughts on the laminate 

board and everyone sat attentively in community at times reading responsively 

and responding. However, it was when they broke up into pairs to listen and pray 

with their partner that my heart began to stir: Jemima and Magdalena, knees 

touching, hands folded in prayer, whispering in Swahili; Violet and Aksa, eyes 

closed and bodies bent forward in conversation; and Mary, sitting nearest to 

me in hushed animation telling a story to her partner. I felt very uncomfortable 

intruding on these intensely quiet shared embraces of conversation. However, 

at the same time, I sensed the Holy presence hover over each pair of women 

DV�PXVW�KDYH�KDSSHQHG�ZKHQ�(OL]DEHWK�¿UVW�ZHOFRPHG�0DU\��$IWHU�IRXU�\HDUV�
of teaching here in Dodoma, I understand that the life of a Tanzanian woman 

starts at daybreak: nursing children, carrying them swaddled on their backs to 

the shamba to gather food for the day’s meal, balancing heavy water buckets 
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>ĞŌ͗�ZĞĂĚŝŶŐ�ĂŶĚ�ƌĞŇĞĐƟŶŐ�ĂŌĞƌ�>ĞƐƐŽŶ�&ŽƵƌ͘ �
�ĞůŽǁ͕�ĨƌŽŵ�ůĞŌ�ƚŽ�ƌŝŐŚƚ͗ Tanzanin AWaP 
ƉĂƌƟĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ͕�DĂƌǇ�<ĂŶǇĂŵĂůĂ͕�WĞŶĚŽ�DĂŐĂǇŽ͕�
:ĞŵŝŵĂ�DĐŚŝǁĂ͕�ĂŶĚ��ŬƐĂ�<ŝƉĂǇĂ͘

�ďŽǀĞ͕�ĨƌŽŵ�ůĞŌ͗�sŝŽůĞƚ�>ƵŐŽůĞǇ�
;ĐƵƌƌĞŶƚ�ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚ�Ăƚ�Dd�Ϳ͕�DĂƌǇ�<ĂŶǇĂŵĂůĂ�
;ĮƌƐƚ�ĨĞŵĂůĞ�ƉƌŝĞƐƚ�ŝŶ���dͿ͕�ZĞǀ͘�,ŝůĚĂ�
<ĂďŝĂ��ĞĂŶ�ĂŶĚ�ůĞĂĚĞƌ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ŐƌŽƵƉ͘
ZŝŐŚƚ͗�dŚĞ�ƉĂƚŚǁĂǇ�ŽƵƚ�ŽĨ�ĐĂŵƉƵƐ�ŵĂŶǇ�
ƚĂŬĞ�ĞǀĞƌǇ�ĚĂǇ�ƚŽ�ŐŽ�ŚŽŵĞ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ǀŝůůĂŐĞƐ͘�

from the well to the house, stirring hot 

pots of boiling beans over an outside 

FKDUFRDO�¿UH«�OLWWOH�WLPH�WR�UHVW�LQ�WKH�
warm embrace of partnered prayer. 

And here these women in the prayer 

conference were breaking away from 

their village lives that also involved 

daily priestly rituals and duties, or 

student papers and classes, to pray 

with each other, listening with compas-

sion as Elizabeth must have listened 

to Mary. There are no photos on my 

camera, only in my heart of women 

embraced in prayer, the Holy Spirit 

amongst them. 

When evening arrived, I was in 

quite a state of nerves, terribly worried 

that our technology for Skyping into 

the conference room at VTS would 

not work. I had two telephones fully 

charged for talking with Hartley and 

Xavier in the “control room” at VTS, 

iPad ready in case my laptop malfunc-

tioned, and iPhone turned on for text 

PHVVDJLQJ��DOO�VLPXOWDQHRXVO\�FRQ¿J-

ured to sync with laptop-Skyping and 

the LCD projecting images on my cot-

tage wall. But I am reminded that God 

is good. When Hartley’s live image 

successfully appeared on our projected 

visual, we had begun the journey I will 

never forget. Tanzanian women, most 

of whom have never traveled within 

100 kilometers of Dodoma, and cer-

tainly had never shared a classroom of 

learning prayer with Anglican women 

in Alexandria, Va. unfolded for the next 

two hours. When our picture appeared 

on the screen, I know now that you 

heard my very loud voice from the lap-

top microphone saying, “Look ladies! 

It’s you! They see you. You are live!” 

From then on there was such Holy joy 

in this room listening to your voices 

and then sharing our own introduc-

tions. 

$V�0DJGDOHQD�UHÀHFWHG�ODWHU�³:K\�
us?” Women here are underclass 

citizens within the family structure 

of their tribes. Despite the beginnings 

of educational opportunities, Pasisi 

UHPLQGHG�PH�IURP�KHU�UHÀHFWLRQV�WKDW�
women are judged not by careers or 

contributions to village life, but only by 

the number of sons they bear and they 

are shunned when only daughters are 

born. “We struggle,” lamented Jemima, 

my graduating student and participant 

in the conference. “Many people dis-

courage us as a woman, but when we 

meet together from different place[s], 

education experience[s], different 

tribes, color and our [different] gifts, in 

Jesus and in our ministry we become 

companions. That is good. We are shar-

ing.” The night spent sharing via Skype 

prayer and conversation with Anglican 

women in Virginia was boldly intimate 

and mystery, both of which shaped this 

last encounter with the women in the 

Anglican Women at Prayer Conference. 

After a very late night in my cottage 

connecting with Virginia, I heard the 

ladies had stayed up late talking in the 

dorms. This was a reunion of sorts for 

many of the women whose parishes 

are quite a distance from each other. 

Moreover, given their hectic and mod-

est life styles, participation in a week-

end conference for renewal in prayer 

was a surprise invitation and the bonds 

woven in affection were evident in the 

love shared throughout the weekend. 

+RZHYHU��DV�,�OLVWHQHG�WR�WKH�UHÀHFWLRQV�
shared on the story of Naomi and Ruth, 

I was struck by the mysterious way 

the ancient narratives can still hold us 

in understanding today, especially if 

you are a Tanzanian bride. Weddings 

are a rite of passage here, and I know 

that many of the women at this confer-

ence left their parents at an early age to 

and unimaginably empowering. At mo-

ments, I watched their faces in awe of 

their wonder; I had to stand back from 

my technology command center for 

IHDU�P\�ÀRZ�RI�WHDUV�ZRXOG�GDPDJH�P\�
laptop. Raheli, a priest and participant 

IURP�WKH�YLOODJH�RI�=DQND�UHÀHFWHG��
“This is a miracle to me. I wonder how 

God’s people are very clever?” As Han-

nah began her prayer, I begin mine for 

the success of technology bringing our 

worlds together for prayer: “My heart 

rejoices in the Lord!” (1 Samuel 2: 1) 

7KH�¿QDO�GD\�ZDV�D�WLPH�IRU�WKH�
story of Ruth and Naomi and again I re-

turned to take pictures of the women in 

community study and prayer. Carrying 

the memories of the previous day and 

night, I thought the transforming love 

of the Holy Spirit experienced through 

this conference journey were over for 

me. Yet, our God is one of surprise 

marry and they could easily understand 

why Ruth would devote the rest of her 

life to caring for Naomi, her mother-

in-law. Devotion to family, respect of 

tribal heritage, and homage to village 

elders are still the mores of the villages 

from where all these women come. The 

surprise of a conference invitation and 

the mystery of understanding God’s 

PHVVDJH�LQ�DQFLHQW�QDUUDWLYHV�¿OOHG�PH�
as I walked around the room taking the 

last conference set of pictures. As the 

conversations were ending, Hilda asked 

DOO�WKH�ZRPHQ�WR�SUD\��6LOHQFH�¿OOHG�WKH�
room. The Holy Spirit seemed to hold 

each one of us in a warm embrace. As 

I, too, bowed my head in prayer, a voice 

began to sing in Swahili—a voice that 

I knew well, my former student, Anna. 

$W�¿UVW�VRIWO\��KHU�PHORG\�DFFRPSDQLHG�
the silence but slowly the other women 

began to join in. This is how Tanzani-

ans worship—in song. And even now, 

several months after the conference has 

ended, I can close my eyes and return 

to this moment in the conference, my 

silent prayer of thanksgiving enfolded 

in the melody of women’s voices. Our 

God gives us surprises in mysterious 

ways.  

And where do we go from here? 

What will be the continued movement 

of the Holy Spirit shared in the com-

munity of women praying together but 

now moving outwardly back into ev-

eryday life and for my neighbors here, 

the women returning to the routines of 

a Tanzanian parish village? It is not for 

me to answer for them. Instead, I am 

simply convinced that the seed that was 

planted in the community of prayer will 

grow; the beauty and nurturing of these 

Holy prayers has already started. Aksa, 

a participant in the conference and a 

young Massai degree student whose 

SOHDGLQJ�WHDUV�¿QDOO\�FRQYLQFHG�KHU�
reluctant father to allow her to leave her 

tribe in the Iringa region of Tanzania 

and follow her dream to study theology 

at Msalato, writes a perfect confession 

of closing. With Aska’s permission I 

share her words with you. 

I can make a difference; we can 
make a difference through prayer. Let 
us not be discouraged. God has a good 
plan for women.

Indeed you shall, Aksa, and I 

am truly humbled by the empowered 

women from this conference who will 

move onward as people of God praying 

the love of the Holy Spirit into the lives 

of others. 

$QG�¿QDOO\��D�SUD\HU�LQ�WKDQNVJLY-

ing for Phoebe Griswold whose invita-

tion to pray in community weaved a 

bond between women of God separated 

by vast oceans and rugged lands but 

united in prayer. A song of praise from 

Mary read and prayed by those gath-

ered together for the conference: 

Go Ye Into All the World
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dŚĞ�^ŽĐŝĞƚǇ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ��ŽŵƉĂŶŝŽŶƐ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�,ŽůǇ�
�ƌŽƐƐ ƉůĂŶŶŝŶŐ�ĐŽŵŵŝƩĞĞ�ŵĞŵďĞƌƐ�Ăƚ�
ƚŚĞ��ŶŐůŝĐĂŶ�tŽŵĞŶ�Ăƚ�WƌĂǇĞƌ��ŽŶĨĞƌ-
ĞŶĐĞ͗�^ĞĂƚĞĚ�;ĨƌŽŵ�ůĞŌ�ƚŽ�ƌŝŐŚƚͿ͗��ŶŶĞƩĞ�
ǀĂŶ�,ŝůƐƚ͕�:ŽĂŶ��ƵŶŚĂŵ͕�WŚŽĞďĞ�'ƌŝƐǁŽůĚ͕�
:ƵůŝĞ�:ŽŚŶƐŽŶ�ĂŶĚ�:ŝůů��ĂŵƉŝĞƌ�EĞĞĚ͘�
^ƚĂŶĚŝŶŐ�;ĨƌŽŵ�ůĞŌ�ƚŽ�ƌŝŐŚƚͿ͗�DĂƌĐŝĂ�^ƚŽŶĞ͕�
�ůŝǌĂďĞƚŚ�>ŽǁĞƚŚ͕�:ƵĚŝƚŚ�^ĐŚǁĞŶŬ͕�DĞůĂ-
ŶŝĞ��ĂŬĞƌ͕ �:ĞŶŝĨĞƌ�'ĂŵďĞƌ�ĂŶĚ�>ĂƵƌĂ��ƌƵŵ͘

And Mary said,  
³0\�VRXO�PDJQL¿HV�WKH�/RUG��DQG�P\�
spirit rejoices in God my Savior, 

for he has looked with favor on the 
lowliness of his servant. Surely, from 
now on all generations will call me 
blessed; 

for the Mighty One has done great 
things for me, and holy is his name.

His mercy is for those who fear 
him from generation to generation.

He has shown strength with his 
arm; he has scattered the proud in the 
thoughts of their hearts.

He has brought down the power-
ful from their thrones, and lifted up the 
lowly;

KH�KDV�¿OOHG�WKH�KXQJU\�ZLWK�JRRG�
things, and sent the rich away empty,

He has helped his servant Israel, in 
remembrance of his mercy,

according to the promise he made 
to our ancestors, to Abraham and to his 
descendants forever.”

?

Samuel 1:9-20
Psalm 33:12-22
Hebrews 10:11-15
Mark 12:41-44

God has gathered us here. We have come from many 

places and from among many peoples to gather together in 

worship and prayer before our God. We have come to meet 

with each other. We have come to meet with God. In the cus-

tom of our tradition, we have come to meet with God’s Word. 

Today as we gather, we come to fellowship with our ancestors 

in the faith made present to us in the living words of our Holy 

Scriptures. As we are a gathering predominantly of women, 

so I believe that God has invited us to come and meet with the 

foremothers of our faith through our scripture readings today: 

to meet with Hannah and to meet with the widow whose 

name we do not know, but whose generosity and faith are well 

known to us and to our church. What is the invitation that we 

can discern that God is giving to us through these meetings?

First we meet with Hannah. To meet with Hannah at this 

point in her story is to recognise and to meet with pain and 

despair. We meet in the place of intercession that rises from 

suffering and the simultaneous presence of persistent hope. 

Hannah’s pain is the pain of childlessness and all the social 

and emotional reality that accompany the lack of children in 

her social time. Life does not always come into this world or 

stay in this world easily. That is the reality that we hear in 

Genesis to Eve and Adam. Our humanity is marked by the 

impermanence and vulnerability of life. Hannah is in deep 

distress over the loss and lack of life which overpowers her 

soul. 

Her distress is mistaken for drunkenness. In her self–

defense to this accusation we hear her say, “Do not regard 

your servant as a worthless woman.” As I perceive Hannah 

encountering her grief before the Lord, and this grief being 

perceived as drunkenness, I am reminded of the accusation of 

hysteria. A clinical categorizing of a distinctly female expres-

sion for being overcomes by emotion. An experience that we 

may say has been labelled as of little worth. 

Through my experience in this world meeting with God-

ly women called to intercession in their grief as Hannah was, 

I have begun to appreciate the possibility of a divine hysteria 

present in the heart of God which is worth a great deal. I want 

to share a different perspective on hysteria. The word hysteria 

takes its origin from the word used for womb. In Aotearoa, 

New Zealand, the Maori word for earth is the same word for 

Prayer from Tanzania
'HOLYHUHG�E\�5HYHUHQG�&DQRQ�0DU\�.DQ\DPDOD��WKH�¿UVW�ZRPDQ�WR�EH�
priested in Tanzania.

Oh lord my God, 
We come before thy throne and presence thanking you for  
calling us and including us in this conference of prayer.

We believe that where Christ is present the bonds of  
human affection will transform the barriers that separate us 
from each other and from you, Lord.

We are thankful that you are weaving us together through  
inviting us to share our different understandings of you and 
our different ways of praying.
 
As we work together on these practical theological questions 
about prayer, we ask your Holy Spirit to give us wisdom for 
today and for the future.

Bless us in all that we do so that it is to glorify your holy name.

Amen. 

Anglican Women
at Prayer
Weaving Our Bonds 
of A!ection

Opening Eucharist and Sermon 
by the Reverend Dr. Eleanor Sanderson 

Vicar, St. Alban’s Anglican Church in Eastbourne,  
New Zealand

Occasioned by the  
Anglican Women at Prayer Conference  
at the Virginia Theological Seminary 
Alexandria, Virginia, March 14, 2014
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placenta, whenua. I was once part of a Hikoi, a pilgrimage, 

WR�GLIIHUHQW�VLJQL¿FDQW�VLWHV��SODFHV�RI�WKH�HDUWK��LQ�WKH�KLVWRU\�
of our church and our country. One of these sites was a battle 

¿HOG�ZLWK�D�SDUWLFXODUO\�JUXHVRPH�KLVWRU\�GXULQJ�WKH�ODQG�
wars. A place where women and children, who had thought 

they had retreated to safety, were killed. As we stood on 

that land in our group in a time of silence and prayer, a deep 

well-spring of grief rose within me and I began to weep and 

weep. At the same time the Kuia, our elder women, began to 

weep and wail. As we stood in connection to the whenua, the 

deep distress born witness to by that earth began to speak out 

through us: women weeping and wailing in distress over the 

loss of life and the lack of humanity’s life-giving capacity.

When we hear in our epistle of a God who will place the 

“law” in the hearts of humanity through the Holy Spirit, I 

think of that time and I think of a Holy Spirit who facilities 

the expression of a divine grief through the tears of many, 

many women throughout our world. Grief for the loss of life 

and grief for the all-too-often lack of humanity’s life-giving 

way of living. I have come to hear in our Great Thanksgiving 

liturgies the echo of a divine parent who mourns for the loss 

of a child and then rejoices at the re-birth of many, many new 

children. 

Unlike the challenge of hysteria, the overwhelming  

passion of a Godly grief is not exclusive to women. In our 

Diocesan synod, in Wellington, New Zealand, we moved 

a motion this last year to set three priorities for the mission 

and ministry in our Diocese. These priorities are bicultural 

partnership between our European pakeha and our indig-

enous communities, a commitment to Christ’s call to dis-

cipleship, and the need to address the problem of a growing 

economic inequality. I imagine that those are priorities that 

would resonate in many of your countries. These priorities 

recognize painful realities in our communities. For example, 

one in four children in New Zealand now live in poverty and 

there is a strong cultural bias in our poverty statistics. During 

our synod I felt a weight of God’s Spirit leaning upon me and 

bringing to the surface of my consciousness the Godly grief 

that I have encountered because of this reality. As we came 

to this last motion in our synod order of business, I found 

the weight of that spirit very heavy indeed and the tears just 

ZRXOGQ¶W�VWRS�ÀRZLQJ��,�NQHZ�WKDW�,�ZDV�EHLQJ�LQYLWHG�E\�*RG�
to speak from that place within me, despite my profound con-

cern that I would not be able to hide my distress. As I spoke 

I did not cry, but I experienced clarity and calmness. At the 

close of that session, a man that I did not know came to me, 

introduced himself and then sobbed into my arms. “As you 

spoke,” he said, “God gave me your tears.” 

In the company of an overwhelming Godly grief and pas-

sion for the pain in our world, what are we to do? 

It is in response to that question that I want to invite us to 

meet with the widow in our Gospel. The temple at the time of 

Christ must have seemed so fragile. Maintained in an occu-

pied land, itself no doubt far from a straightforward expres-

sion of God’s character and company (both loved and deeply 

criticized by Christ). Giving all you have to this temple might 

seem a very tiny fragile act: An act of trust, perhaps, that God 

would restore the fortunes of his people; an act of faith that 

*RG�ZDV�ELJJHU�WKDQ�DOO�HOVH�KDSSHQLQJ��DQ�DFW�RI�DI¿UPDWLRQ�
that God was worth giving your all for; an act of obedience 

which proclaims that God demands and deserves your all; 

and an act of faithfulness and trust.

Do you think that we might be invited to think of our 

gathering as a contemporary expression of the widows might? 

Our particular expression of the church is not neces-

sarily immune to the fragility that we might associate with 

the widow’s temple. Following our New Zealand census last 

\HDU��ZKLFK�DVNV�D�TXHVWLRQ�RI�UHOLJLRXV�DI¿OLDWLRQ��RXU�ORFDO�
newspaper reported that the Anglican Church has only 20 

years left. Now we know that secular news enjoys report-

ing the projected death of the church, but we must not be too 

quick to reassuringly reject such projections. In the face of the 

grief and bitterness in the world, gathering as women in our 

Anglican Communion might seem like the smallest offering 

left in our collective purses. In one sense prayer does not cost 

anything and it is a resource of the church that can never be 

taken away. It is important for us to name the reality that for 

many women around our Communion prayer, accompanied 

by the coin of love, may in fact be the only resources that they 

have in their purse. An offering which they give to God again 

and again and again.

The true value of that offering is what brings us here 

this weekend. This offering of prayer richly proclaims, in the 

words of our Epistle: 

“Let us hold fast to the confession of our hope without 

wavering, for he who promised is faithful.” 

In our prayers, our hearts encounter God’s heart. The 

Holy Spirit leads us into the sanctuary of God and into the 

truth of our own hearts. That process of communion between 

us and God restores. Hannah may have entered into prayer 

with the countenance of someone who seemed drunk, but that 

was not how she emerged. We hear that Hannah’s counte-

nance was no longer sad as a result of her prayers. Notice 

KHUH�WKDW�LW�ZDVQ¶W�DIWHU�WKH�IXO¿OPHQW�RI�KHU�SUD\HUV��EXW�DIWHU�
her prayers themselves. The process of praying turned her 

anguish and grief into a calm and clear joy. That is also a 

hope we carry when we come to pray and it is that hope that 

we have seen and shared with our sisters around our Com-

munion.

So I believe that as we begin this gathering this weekend, 

we are invited by God to honor and recognize the grief of our 

earth that causes us to cry out to God and to seek God in the 

sanctuary. And to hear the encouragement that our prayers, 

the prayers of the women in our church (no matter how small 

a thing they may seem towards the coming of God’s Kingdom 

in the face of the world), is an act, like the widow’s might, 

to which Christ points and says to the rest of his disciples, 

“Notice this act and learn from it.” That is maybe why we are 

having this conference, because there are those amongst us 

who have seen the widow’s might offering of prayer by the 

women of our global communion and we have heard Christ’s 

prompting to come and learn from this offering: “Mark this 

act and learn from it.”

So today as we are gathered together by God, may we 

KHDU�*RG�DI¿UP�XV�LQ�RXU�JDWKHULQJ�WR�SUD\��LQ�WKH�VDPH�
ZD\�WKDW�(OL�DI¿UPV�+DQQDK�LQ�KHU�DFW�RI�SUD\HU��DQG�&KULVW�
DI¿UPV�WKH�IDLWK�RI�WKH�ZLGRZ��DQG�PD\�ZH�IHHO�RXU�UHVROYH�
VWUHQJWKHQHG��RXU�FRPPLWPHQW�UHDI¿UPHG��RXU�VSLULWV�HQFRXU-
aged by God’s Holy and Life-Giving Spirit and may our own 

hearts echo the psalmist in singing:

“Our heart is glad in him,
because we trust in his holy name.
Let your steadfast love, O Lord, be upon us,
even as we hope in you.”

Amen. ?

&ƌŽŵ�ůĞŌ�ƚŽ�ƌŝŐŚƚ͗�dŚĞ�ZĞǀ͘ ��ƌ͘ �
�ůĞĂŶŽƌ�͞�ůůŝĞ͟�^ĂŶĚĞƌƐŽŶ͕�sŝĐĂƌ͕ �
^ƚ͘��ůďĂŶ͛Ɛ��ŶŐůŝĐĂŶ��ŚƵƌĐŚ͕� 
�ĂƐƚďŽƵƌŶĞ͕�EĞǁ��ĞĂůĂŶĚ͖�ƚŚĞ�
ZĞǀ͘�<ĂƚůŝŶ�DĐ�ĂůůŝƐƚĞƌ�;D͘�ŝǀ͘ �
͛ϭϰͿ͖�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�ZĞǀ͘ ��ƌ͘ ��ůůŝƐŽŶ�^ƚ͘�
>ŽƵŝƐ͕��ŝƌĞĐƚŽƌ�ŽĨ�&ŝĞůĚ��ĚƵĐĂ-
ƟŽŶ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�^ĞĐŽŶĚ�dŚƌĞĞ�zĞĂƌƐ�
WƌŽŐƌĂŵ�Ăƚ�sd^͘
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�ƩĞŶĚĞĞƐ�Ăƚ�ƚŚĞ��ŶŐůŝĐĂŶ�tŽŵĞŶ�Ăƚ�WƌĂǇĞƌ� 
�ŽŶĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ�ƉĂƌƟĐŝƉĂƚĞ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ũŽǇ�ĂŶĚ�ĨĞůůŽǁ-
ƐŚŝƉ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ǀĂƌŝŽƵƐ�ƐĞƌǀŝĐĞƐ͕�ƉůĞŶĂƌǇ�ƐĞƐƐŝŽŶƐ�
ĂŶĚ�ƐŵĂůů�ŐƌŽƵƉ�ǁŽƌŬƐŚŽƉƐ�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚŽƵƚ�ƚŚĞ�
ǁĞĞŬĞŶĚ͘�

Psalm 146
Ruth 1:1-18
1 Thessalonians 5:12-28
Luke 1:46-55

We were blessed with particular foremothers in our faith 

WR�ZHOFRPH�XV�LQWR�WKH�VLJQL¿FDQFH�RI�RXU�JDWKHULQJ�WRJHWKHU�
and today we are again given a meeting with some of God’s 

most precious women as we come to take our leave from this 

particular gathering. Today we meet women in the compan-

ionship of each other as we also open ourselves to the Holy 

Spirit’s invitation to the ways the bonds of affection amongst 

our praying Anglican women can continue to be interwoven.

It has always been the bonds of affection that have truly 

built the people of God. King David’s Great great…(how-

ever many that would be) grandmother (and then add some 

more greats to get to Jesus) is a result not of perfect cultural 

lineage, but of the bonds of affection and solidarity between 

WZR�ZRPHQ��5XWK�DQG�1DRPL��7KH�0DJQL¿FDW��EXUVWV�IRUWK�
from Mary, not after her encounter with the Angel, but from 

the warmth of embrace by Elizabeth. The Sacred Thread of 

God’s love weaving the family of God.

What I want to do this morning is to interweave an initial 

glimpse of the strands which we have begun to weave in our 

gathering, with the different examples of companioning that 

ZH�¿QG�LQ�RXU�6FULSWXUHV�LQ�WKLV�VHUYLFH�
First I want to talk about Ruth as a companion. Ruth does 

something very, very brave. Ruth makes a commitment in the 

context of an interreligious and intercultural relationship. She 

chooses to go against the grain of her prevailing social world 

and turn to a new God and turn to a new family identity and 

to pledge to both her all as a result of the bonds of affection 

that she has in that relationship. 

“Where you go, I will go; where you lodge, I will lodge; 

your people will be my people and your God will be my 

God.”

In this sacred space we are in the company of many, 

many women who have made a courageous pledge similar to 

Ruth. Women who have said to God’s Holy Spirit: Where you 

go I will go, where you lodge I will lodge, your people will 

be my people and your God will be my God. Women who 

have chosen to go against the grain of dominant social norms 

and paid costly prices for following God. Women, like Ruth 

at this point in her story, who may have yet to taste and see 

the fruits of their courage, yet still continue walk against the 

grain in their committed companionship with God. 

In this sacred space we are in the company of women 

who have the bravery to name the pain of their reality like 

Naomi. Women who may feel that they do not encounter in 

their current season the favor of the Lord’s hand, but, who 

like Naomi, in the same breath can pray blessings on their 

fellow women: “May the Lord deal kindly with you, the Lord 

JUDQW�WKDW�\RX�PD\�¿QG�VHFXULW\�́ �7R�EOHVV��ZKHQ�\RX�\RXU-
self may not feel particularly blessed is a sign of enormous 

strength and character.

Ruths and Naomis are given to each other and called to 

each other. For everyone who feels like Naomi I pray that 

God calls a Ruth to you, so that you together see a full harvest 

which you get to own (not just the left-over scraps!). For every 

Ruth, I pray that you are called to a Naomi in your life, so that 

any isolation you may feel is transformed by becoming part 

of the rich bosom of God’s family.

And may we all have hearts open to live and act with the 

courage and conviction of faith that we see in both Ruth and 

Naomi. In particular may we all have the openness of Ruth, 

to live against the grain of our prevailing societies and allow 

ourselves to be called to love someone, or some people, or 

some place with everything that we have to give. 

Within our weaving this weekend has been the color, 

beauty and vitality of many songs. And we are given today, 

the gift of one of our scriptures most sacred and revered 

VRQJV��WKH�0DJQL¿FDW��0DU\¶V�VRQJ��DV�ZH�NQRZ��LV�D�UHLQ-

terpretation, a new enlivening, of the song of Hannah. Mary 

extends the power and radical work of God in her re-singing 

of Hannah’s song (the Lord even more dramatically alters the 

prevailing power dynamics in Mary’s song than in Hannah’s). 

If we perceive the song of Hannah to be a proclamation of 

her thanksgiving that God has transformed her experience of 

infertility, I perceive the song on the lips of the young Mary 

to be a proclamation of God’s transforming power in response 

to humanity’s inability to bring to birth the divine image in 

Anglican Women
at Prayer
Weaving Our Bonds 
of A!ection

Closing Eucharist and Sermon 
by the Reverend Dr. Eleanor Sanderson 

Vicar, St. Alban’s Anglican Church in Eastbourne,  
New Zealand

Occasioned by the  
Anglican Women at Prayer Conference  
at the Virginia Theological Seminary 
Alexandria, Virginia, March 16, 2014

which we are intended to live. She sings her song on behalf 

of the divine infertility of all humanity. Because of that this 

song can also be ours. Through Christ and the gift of the 

Holy Spirit, we are all invited to live lives pregnant with the 

embodiment of God in this world. We can all sing songs of 

praise as a result of our “yes” to God.

I love the companionship between Mary and Elisabeth. 

I have often said to women who are pregnant, particularly 

ZLWK�WKHLU�¿UVW�FKLOG��LQ�WKLV�VHDVRQ�RI�SUHJQDQF\�OHW�*RG�EH�
an Elisabeth’s house for you. In that time of vulnerability 

when you are carrying a hope, the seed of something really 

VLJQL¿FDQW�WKDW�\RX�GRQ¶W�TXLWH�NQRZ�ZKDW�LV�JRLQJ�WR�KDSSHQ��
we need Elisabeth houses! Places where we can be tended to, 

reassured, fed, watered and be at peace. The gift of Elisabeth 

LV�WKDW�VKH�FRQ¿UPV�WKH�WUXWK�RI�0DU\¶V�UHDOLW\�DQG�VR�VKH�
becomes a safe place of trust and sharing. I think that I would 

be right in saying that one of the hopes for our small groups 

this weekend is that they have been an Elisabeth’s house for 

people. 

Just as we may experience a season in our lives akin to 

either Ruth and Naomi, so too can Mary and Elisabeth speak 

of spiritual seasons. There may be women here pregnant with 

new callings from God who need the comfort of an Elisa-

beth’s house through the prayers of another woman who can 
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offer protection during the fragile time of a new ministry’s 

perception. I pray that God will give you the companion-

ship of an Elisabeth. There may be women here who long to 

welcome a new generation of women into a place of nourish-

ment and safety: I pray that God will send many Mary’s to 

you. In that companionship remember that Mary and Elisa-

beth are both divinely pregnant. Therefore I pray, using the 

words from our Epistle, that you who “labor in the Lord” are 

esteemed “very highly in love.”

We have focused on the bonds of affection between 

Anglican women, but I also see in our chosen scriptures 

today such a celebration of love of and for men. The depth of 

affection expressed by Naomi about her own marriage and 

the marriages of her sons; the wiggling delight of the tiny tiny 

babies, Jesus and John; and the courage, faith and love shared 

by Joseph and Zachariah in the wings of this Gospel scene. In 

these scriptures I see a celebration of women’s love for men, 

as fathers, sons, brothers, friends, and for some as husbands. 

All humanity interwoven in God’s sacred gift of love.

7KHUH�LV�RQH�SDUWLFXODU�UHÀHFWLRQ�RQ�WKLV�LQWHUZHDY-

ing that I want to share given to me by the Rev. Dr. Peyton 

Craighill after yesterday’s morning plenary, for which I thank 

him. In thanking me for the image of the woven mat, he com-

mented that he had always seen the church as a web, but the 

web has a center. In the woven mat, there is not one center, 

but lots and lots of centers, and that is a much better analogy 

for the church. An intricate interconnecting of many relation-

al centers. As well as the woven mat there is another image 

that also conveys that same picture and that is a patchwork 

quilt. In my own prayers for this conference, that was the im-

age that kept coming before my eyes, a beautiful patchwork 

quilt square upon square connected together. 

Each square is wonderfully unique, as we are discover-

ing are our lives of prayer. But they are not intended to be 

DORQH�LQ�WKHLU�EHDXW\��7KH�VTXDUHV�¿QG�WKHLU�SHUIHFW�SXUSRVH�
in being joined together to the North, the South, the East and 

the West. Each side in close companionship to the side of 

someone else. A network of side-by-sides that extends to the 

North, the South, the East, the West. At each square a center 

in its own right.

With that image in your mind, I want to leave you with 

WZR�HQFRXUDJHPHQWV�IRU�\RXU�RQZDUG�MRXUQH\��7KH�¿UVW�LV�WR�
continue to be open to the spirit—our Epistle says, “Do not 

TXHQFK�WKH�VSLULW�́ �,�WKLQN�ZH�FDQ�VD\��DOORZ�WKH�ÀRZ�RI�*RG¶V�
Spirit within you and amongst you, allow God’s Spirit to lead 

you into companionships in prayer. Be open as to what that 

might look like for you, be open as to what riches and life 

that may bring to yourself and to others. Allow God and ask 

God to bless you with loving prayerful companionships. The 

second encouragement is to know your own power in prayer. 

You yourself are a center for companionship and prayer. You 

do not need any institution or society or even church to or-

ganize you into loving and prayerful relationships. Yes, they 

may be able to facilitate that, but you already hold that power 

yourself. Remember the two coins of the widow’s might that 

I suggested: love and prayer. We all have those coins. We do 

not need anyone else to resource us into being a center for 

loving and prayerful relationships in this world. How you 

make that happen in the immediacy of your own personal 

relationships is part of the sacred beauty of your own life’s 

tapestry. But remember the image of the prayer quilt and the 

woven mat, do not let the false idol of individualism replace 

the sacred beauty of interconnected individuality. In the 

words of the New Zealand poet James K. Baxter in his Song 

to the Holy Spirit: “Lord, Holy Spirit, in the Love of friends 

you are building a new house.” 

Cultivate and treasure Godly relationships, love with the 

courage of Ruth, pray blessings with the persistence of Naomi 

and like Mary and Elisabeth hold hands with someone as you 

wait to see what new life of God might burst into life through 

the grace of God which you have been chosen to receive. 

Know that in Jesus Christ you are blessed and do not be shy 

about sharing, proclaiming and singing of your blessedness! 

Amen. ?
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